Strengthening Special Procedures:

 The way forward
Introduction
Since its creation, the human rights programme of the United Nations has been a symbol of hope for victims of human rights violations. Every day, victims call on the world organization to address their concerns. The credibility of the human rights message and the United Nations action in the field is tested by the system’s ability to respond in a meaningful way to these concerns. An effective United Nations human rights system could be expected to go beyond responding to appeals for help: not only could it serve as an early-warning mechanism for the rest of the international system, but it could also help to prevent recurrent patterns of human rights violations, rather than reacting to them after they occur. 
What are the Special Procedures

To respond to the plight of the victims of human rights violations, the United Nations Commission on Human Rights, an intergovernmental body composed of 53 Member States of the United Nations, and its parent body, the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), composed of 54 Member States, have created special mechanisms to deal with specific human rights issues. These mechanisms have become known as the “special procedures”. Their work is discussed during the annual six- week session of the Commission on Human Rights, which takes place in March-April in Geneva; some are also reporting to the annual session of the General Assembly in New York.    

Although the mandates given to special procedure mechanisms vary, they are usually to examine, monitor, advise and publicly report on human rights situations in specific countries or territories (country mandates), or on major phenomena of human rights violations worldwide (thematic mandates). Various activities can be undertaken by special procedures, including: 
Receiving and analyzing information on the situation of human rights from various sources on an ongoing basis;
Networking and information sharing with partners, both Governmental and non-governmental, within and outside the UN, in a spirit of complementarity of roles and responsibilities;

Seeking -often on an urgent basis- clarification from Governments, and where required requesting them to implement protection measures to guarantee or restore the enjoyment of human rights;

Raising awareness about specific human rights, situations and phenomena attesting threats to and violations of human rights; 

When specific circumstances so warrant, raising public concerns through media and other public statements;

Undertaking country visits to assess the human rights situation pertaining to their respective mandates and making recommendations to the Governments concerned with a view to improving the situation;

Reporting and making recommendations to the CHR, and when specified in their mandates to the GA (in some cases to the SC) on the regular activities under the mandate, on field visits as well as specific thematic trends and phenomena;

Participating in the global partnership to consolidate national protection systems through the follow-up to their recommendations.

To fulfil these tasks, the mandates are entrusted to individuals who serve as a special rapporteur, representative, independent expert or member of a working group. They are usually appointed by the Chairperson of the Commission on Human Rights (with a few being appointed by the Secretary-General as his [Special] Representatives . The experts entrusted with these mandates come from all parts of the world. They are independent prominent human rights personalities from various backgrounds and include academics, lawyers, economists and eminent representatives of the civil society. They serve in a personal capacity for a maximum of 6 years and do not receive salaries or financial compensation for their work. 

The special procedures mechanism has been expanded considerably. Currently there are 35 special procedures mechanisms covering 10 country mandates and 25 thematic mandates, concerning a wide range of civil, political, economic, cultural and social rights. 

Improving the support of mandates: strengthening the Office
The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights serves as the secretariat for the Commission on Human Rights and supports the activities of the experts. With the increased awareness of human rights issues, and with the growing role of human rights in international relations, the demands and expectations upon the special procedures mechanisms have increased dramatically in recent years. There has been a marked rise in the workload of special rapporteurs (number of communications and missions), in the amount of information requiring action and the speed with which it becomes available. Demands on the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights further increased as a result of the important direction given by the UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, as part of his Agenda for Further Change, to mainstream human rights into the work of all UN activities and agencies. In that document the Secretary-General stressed the vital role of the special procedures and the need to strengthen them.

The Special Procedure Branch, established on 1 May 2003 services most thematic mandates. It is engaged in developing activities which will seek to contribute to the effective coordination of the work of special procedures and to support their collaboration with other relevant human rights mechanisms and United Nations bodies, including with regard to Action 2 of the Secretary General's reform proposals aimed at supporting human rights at the county level. 

Management of mandates
Mandates have grown in an ad hoc fashion, with each mandate-holder developing specific methods of work. At the same time a number of basic rules and common methodological tools have been developed which are of interest and use to all, and become particularly useful for new mandate-holders, whose number is increasing not only with the creation of new mandates but also as a result of the rules on turnover of mandate-holders developed and applied by the CHR so as to encourage renewal.

A compilation of current methods of work of special procedures mandate-holders is being prepared by OHCHR as a first step to a comparative study of such methods and the possible further rationalization of working methods, the development of standard criteria for certain activities (such as fact-finding, consideration of individual cases, evaluation of responses on individual cases, follow-up action by mandate-holders etc.) and identification of best practices.  

SPB regularly develops and updates an information kit which was first shared with mandate-holders at their 9th meeting in 2002. The kit provides information both on organizational and substantive issues of relevance to the work of the mandate-holders. In parallel, the Branch has instituted the practice of organizing induction sessions for new mandate-holders, using the induction kit as a basic tool and organizing introductory meetings with relevant colleagues within OHCHR, and other partners within the UN system, Governments and NGOs. 
As to the selection of experts, The CHR has in the past supported the existence of a roster developed in OHCHR; several measures could be envisaged to strengthen it and make it more comprehensive, including suggestions for a range of desirable skills such as the preferred academic or professional background; other desirable expertise such as knowledge of human rights; commitment to gender and child-related concerns; personal skills; language ability and the level of commitment which will be required in the discharge of the mandate.  
Database, information sharing and information support system

As part of its efforts to ensure a coordinated approach of communications to Governments in a systematized way, OHCHR created in June 2001 a Quick Response Desk through which all communications with governments concerning allegations of violations of human rights, including Urgent Appeals are channelled. It is expected that such increased coordination will assist in establishing criteria for follow-up on communications by interested mandates.

The Quick Response Desk extended coverage of the urgent action database to all thematic and geographic mandates. The number of communications sent to governments and the number of communications sent jointly by two or more mandate-holders increased over the previous year. In 2003, over 650 urgent appeals were communicated, some 60 per cent of which were joint appeals. During the same period, more than 100 letters of allegations were processed through the urgent action database. The increase in the number of communications on individual cases sent to governments benefits victims of human rights violations: more cases are brought to the attention of governments and of the international community, and efforts are being made in order to more systematically follow-up on these cases.

As regards information sharing, an electronic list-serve has been established, enabling information to be shared among special procedures and treaty body experts, particularly documents issued by and information on the activities of the General Assembly, the Commission on Human Rights, the Sub-Commission on the Protection and Promotion of Human Rights, and the experts themselves. 
Publicizing the work of these procedures is instrumental in building domestic constituencies and stressing State accountability. Efforts to raise awareness on the special procedures go hand in hand with efforts to strengthen follow-up to their work and better assess their impact and achievements, including success stories and best practices. A web-site devoted to the special procedures mandates is currently developed together with specific information for each thematic mandate. This will promote knowledge of the mechanism and render it more accessible to partners. Fact sheets have also been produced on several special procedures mandates, which provide basic information on their conceptual framework and activities. A substantial amount of information is made available on the website of OHCHR, including reports to the CHR and a compilation of conclusions and recommendations of all thematic mandate-holders by year and a compilation of executive summaries of their reports. 

In order to further improve the handling of information contained in the reports of special rapporteurs, a review has been undertaken to enhance their quality and presentation, and explore ways and means to have them distributed for a wider audience. Some 103 reports were submitted by special procedures, both thematic and geographic, to the 59th session of the Commission and Human Rights. Eighteen reports were submitted to the 58th session of the General Assembly. All reports were available to participants before the opening of the Commission’s session, and edited versions of the reports were available on OHCHR’s web site in advance of the session. Efforts to ensure that all reports were submitted on time for editing and translation, as well as the practice of posting the advance edited version of reports on the website, as part of the measures to better disseminate awareness about the activities of special procedures allowed delegations enough time to review the reports and discuss the recommendations at the national level and contributed to a more fruitful dialogue.

At their tenth meeting, Special procedures mandate holders flagged that the production of an annual yearbook on human rights, which could be, at its most basic level, a compilation of information emanating from special procedures mechanisms and treaty bodies, was particularly important to enhance the dissemination of information about their mandates and activities. 
Cooperation with the Commission on Human Rights

At its 59th session the Commission on Human Rights (CHR) decided to provide the Special procedures with space and time commensurate with their pivotal role in the UN human rights system. Accordingly, it was agreed that each relevant agenda item would commence with the introduction by special procedures of their reports, followed by an opportunity for States to hold an interactive dialogue, starting with but not limited to those States visited by mandate-holders with a specific mission report provided to the session of the Commission. This has increased significantly the level of interaction between special procedures and the member states of the United Nations in comparison to previous years and it is expected that such dialogue will be further improved in the future. 
The essential foundation on which the effectiveness of the CHR and its mechanisms rests is the responsibility of all Governments to cooperate fully with those mechanisms. Since 1999, 49 countries have extended standing invitations to the thematic special procedures of the Commission on Human Rights to visit their countries, including 9 since the beginning of 2003. Country visits provide an essential opportunity for gathering first-hand information and establishing direct contact with relevant authorities and representatives of the civil society, as well as members of the UNCT present in the field. In 2003, mandate-holders undertook over 80 fact-finding missions and the information contained in the respective reports proved to be useful and relevant in supporting the work of UN country teams activities or/and in the development of technical cooperation projects.

Cooperation with Non-Governmental Organisations
SPB works closely with NGOs to continue publicizing the work of special procedures and acting as a conduit for potential victims of human rights violations seeking protection and redress. Improved OHCHR communication strategy and a strengthened special procedures web-site will help in this regard. For this purpose, on going consultations take place between NGOs, mandate-holders and OHCHR so as to ensure the provision of credible, focussed and relevant information in line with the requirements of the various mandates. Finally, SPB encourages NGOs to develop information material which helps disseminate the recommendations of mandate-holders. At the regional and country level, NGOs are encouraged to follow closely and report on progress made by States in implementing the mandate-holders recommendations, and assist in assessing which recommendations have been fully, partially or not implemented. In turn, such information on follow-up when brought to the attention of mandate-holders and reflected in their reports can assist in developing best practices or calling for improvement.
Follow-up and prevention

As already mentioned, the Special Procedures Branch is developing criteria and strengthening methodologies for the selection, operations and reporting functions of special procedures; it is also engaged in facilitating increased interaction between the special procedures and their various partners within the international human rights system, i.e. States members of the CHR and the General Assembly, treaty bodies, national institutions and non-governmental organizations, as well as partner organisations and bodies within the UN system-wide, so as to encourage better follow-up to their activities at the national level. Efforts are also being made to better disseminate knowledge and awareness of the special procedures. This in turn may provide better opportunities to use the expertise and wealth of information developed by the special procedures in order to devise early warning mechanisms, alert relevant UN instances, including the Security Council, to emerging crisis situations and provide suggestions for an adequate response.
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